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THERMAL ACID BASE ACCOUNTING IN
MINE OVERBURDEN

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional
Application No. 60/093,986, filed Jul. 24, 1998.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Acreage to undergo surface coal mining requires a permit
to ensure that mining will not create an environmental waste
drainage problem. The site must be tested using an acid-base
accounting (ABA) method for prediction of post mining
water quality. Current methods may overestimate the poten-
tial acidity or alkalinity depending on the components
present in the overburden. Needs exist for the development
of an improved ABA method for analysis of coal mine
overburden. U.S. Pat. Nos. 5,204,270 and 5,285,071 are
incorporated herein by reference.

The existing methods compare total potential acidity and
alkalinity. If the comparison shows an expected acid
drainage, the mine is not permitted to be established.

The current acid accounting method involves prediction
of total acidity based on analysis of the total sulfur content
and assumes that all sulfur will be converted to sulfate with
a corresponding production of acid.

The present base accounting method involves prediction
of total alkalinity based on analysis of total carbonate and
assumes that the neutralizing effect of all carbonates will be
realized.

Recent work has been completed to compare “improved”
variations of wet chemical back titration methods to obtain
a neutralization potential for mine overburdens. These meth-
ods were evaluated in a recent journal article “Neutralization
Potential of Overburden Samples Containing Siderite” by J.
Skousen et al. in the Journal of Environmental Quality,
Volume 26, no. 3, May—June, 1997 which compared the
results of 31 samples all analyzed by three different labo-
ratories. The methods include (1) the Sobek method, (2) a
method where the sample is boiled for 5 minutes, (3) a
method similar to (2) but includes a filter step and treatment
with hydrogen peroxide before back titration, and (4) a
modified Sobek method that includes the addition of hydro-
gen peroxide after the first hand titration. The results showed
wide variation in neutralization potential among the four
methods used and among the three laboratories producing
the results. Clearly, a better method is required and will be
welcomed by the agencies requiring these tests.

All sulfur forms in overburden do not contribute to acidity
upon weathering. Predicting acidity based on the total sulfur
content may result in a higher value than the real acidity,
denial of many mining permits, and the loss of jobs.

All metal carbonates found in overburdens do not con-
tribute to an overall neutralizing effect of acids. Use of total
carbonate content may overestimate the overburden neutral-
izing capacity. This has resulted in mining permits being
denied in cases where the acidity/alkalinity are too close to
predict drainage quality. A better ABA method may open
some of this acreage for mining.

The Department of Energy (DOE) is interested in a
thermal method for analysis of overburden. Work toward a
method is described in a paper entitled “Evolved Gas
Analysis—A Method for Determining Pyrite, Marcasite, and
Alkaline Earth Carbonates” by Hammack in Proceedings:
204™ National Meeting of the ACS, Wash. D.C., Aug.
23-28, 1992 and a paper entitled “Evolved Gas Analysis—A
New Method for Determining Pyrite, Bicarbonate, and Alka-
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line Earth Carbonates by Hammack in Proceedings of the
Eighth Annual West Virginia Surface Mine Drainage Task
Force Symposium, Apr. 7-8, 1987. Under those conditions
any siderite (iron carbonate) present would have decom-
posed with the calcite (calcium carbonate) and dolomite
(calcium magnesium carbonate). The work did not include
siderite. However, the papers did show overlap between the
decomposition temperatures of rhodochrosite and calcite.

The new thermal approach, described in this application,
is being used to analyze some overburden samples that are
of interest to Hammack at the DOE Federal Energy Tech-
nology Center.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The invention provides a new ABA one-step thermal
analytical method. The amount of sulfur dioxide produced
from an overburden sample as each sulfur form is thermally
oxidized or decomposed is correlated with the leachable acid
content. The carbon dioxide evolving from decomposition
or oxidation of each carbon form in the overburden sample
is determined from the same experiment and correlated with
alkalinity.

Only the sulfur forms known to contribute to leachable
acidity and the carbon forms contributing to overall alka-
linity are compared to determine potential acidity/alkalinity
of overburden. This invention results in a significantly
improved ABA method for mine overburden material. Vari-
ous thermal instrument manufacturers may modify instru-
ments to use the new method.

The inventor’s previous two patents relate to development
of a Controlled-Atmosphere Programmed-Temperature Oxi-
dation (CAPTO) instrument/method for use as a tool to
facilitate optimization of parameters for coal analyses, new
coal upgrading technologies under study, and to solve chal-
lenging analytical problems that arise in the coal and a
variety of other industries. CAPTO is used to characterize
the thermal oxidation of mineral sulfides and decomposition
of sulfates and carbonates. The work is modified to include
siderite and rhodochrosite along with calcite and dolomite.
This work has led to an inexpensive method capable of
predicting the acid and base content being leached from
mine overburden samples. Using a 3% oxygen/97% inert
gas mixture and one determination per sample, the invention
identifies the sulfur forms and the carbonates as a route to
quantitatively predict the acid/base potential of the overbur-
dens.

The present invention is important. The normal neutral-
ization potential (for carbonate) and sulfur forms acidity
predictions (for pyrite and sulfate) may overestimate the
base/acid accounting for an overburden sample. Actual
leaching tests that may provide a reliable prediction of the
acidity/basicity to be realized from an overburden sample
require a lengthy leach period (approximately 10 weeks) and
cost approximately 3-4 times as much as the thermal
method described below. However, no standard leaching
reference method has been established, possibly due to the
cost of the analyses.

Understanding the characteristics of thermal oxidation/
decomposition of sulfides/sulfates-carbonates leads to a bet-
ter estimate of the acidic/alkaline weathering potential of
strata. This application permits a more accurate prediction of
acidic mine drainage from the overburden and enables mine
operators to plan their mining and reclamation operations
accordingly. The test results for acid discharge potential that
now must accompany each new mine permit application
tend either to overestimate the acidic/alkaline potential of
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strata above and below the coal bed or require lengthy
real-time leach analysis.

The total carbonate content of an overburden sample that
contains transition metal carbonates such as iron or manga-
nese carbonates and alkaline earth metal carbonates such as
calcium carbonate and dolomite are not realized in an actual
leaching experiment since only the calcium carbonate and
dolomite readily leaches or contributes to an overall neu-
tralizing effect of acids. Likewise, if an overburden that
contains pyrite, iron sulfate, and calcium sulfate were ana-
lyzed for sulfur content and related to acidity, the potential
acidity would be overestimated, since calcium sulfate con-
tributes little to potential acidity.

If the total inorganic sulfur content and, therefore, the
potential acidity is high in an overburden sample, a mining
permit may not be issued without extensive and expensive
leaching studies. However, if much of the sulfur is present
as calcium sulfate, only a fraction of the potential acidity
will be realized and the mine could have been permitted.
Similarly, if the potential basicity is greater than the poten-
tial acidity a mining permit may be issued. However, if
much of the carbonate present occurs as iron or manganese
carbonate, a mine acid drainage problem may arise since
most of the carbonate neutralization potential from these
carbonates will not be realized.

The thermal analytical method developed to solve this
problem is based on the following:

(1) Identifying any changes in thermal decomposition
behavior of metal carbonates with variation in the gas
or gas composition passing through the sample as the
sample is heated from some lower temperature to
beyond its decomposition point.

(2) Identifying gas compositions and the proper tempera-
tures for changing gas compositions, if necessary, con-
sistent with obtaining well resolved sulfur dioxide
evolutions produced from metal sulfides, sulfates, and
hydroxy sulfates found in the overburden samples. A
knowledge of the thermal oxidation behavior of metal
sulfides, the thermal decomposition of metal sulfates,
and any hydroxy or complex sulfates present in over-
burden samples is required. This same information with
respect to variation in the gas or gas composition
passing through the sample as it is heated through the
same temperature regime is required for method devel-
opment.

For example, jarosites decompose to produce sulfur diox-
ide above 500° C. under oxidation conditions but show no
sulfur dioxide evolution up to 1050° C. under inert gas
conditions. If the sample previously exposed to inert gas
conditions up to 1050° C. is treated again under oxidizing
conditions, the characteristic decomposition and sulfur diox-
ide evolution above 500° C. is not observed. Thus, oxidizing
conditions are required to obtain a reliable estimate of some
sulfur forms through a thermal oxidation/decomposition
procedure. The method may require changes in gas or gas
composition throughout the temperature regime if both
sulfur forms and carbonate are to be reliably estimated from
one determination.

(3) Identifying gas compositions and the proper tempera-
tures for changing gas compositions (if necessary) in
order to obtain well resolved carbon dioxide evolutions
produced from metal carbonates present in the over-
burden samples is required for a successful method. For
example, the carbon dioxide evolutions produced from
iron carbonate and calcium carbonate decomposition in
pure oxygen occur as severely overlapping peaks. This
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overlap of the carbon dioxide evolutions from the metal
carbonates makes quantitative determinations difficult
and non-reproducible, and has deterred development of
a one-step thermal analytical method for analysis of
these carbonates. However, a thermal study of iron
carbonate and calcium carbonate under differing gas
concentrations shows variation in decomposition tem-
peratures (rates) and permits utilization of a quantita-
tive thermal analytical method for the analysis.

Under inert gas or low oxygen conditions iron or man-
ganese carbonate decomposes to produce carbon dioxide at
a lower temperature and over a smaller temperature range
than that produced under oxidative conditions. However,
calcium carbonate or dolomite decomposes under oxidative
or inert gas conditions at approximately the same tempera-
ture.

Previous examination of the thermal oxidation/
decomposition of sulfides/sulfates using a variety of oxygen/
inert gas concentrations revealed a trend of pyrite to oxidize
at lower temperature as the oxygen concentration decreased.
Use of this information coupled with the current determi-
nations of the thermal behavior of iron and manganese
carbonates, calcium carbonate, dolomite, jarosites, and the
other sulfates permit a thermal, one-step, direct determina-
tion of the acidity/basicity likely to result from an overbur-
den sample.

An overburden sample temperature-programmed thermal
analysis is completed initially using a low concentration of
oxygen passing through the sample to promote oxidation of
pyrite at as low a temperature as possible. The analysis is
continued by use of an inert gas throughout the decompo-
sition temperature range of iron carbonate, if necessary. The
gas flow is then switched back to an oxidative atmosphere (if
it is not already an oxidative atmosphere) prior to decom-
position of sulfur forms such as jarosite and alkaline earth
carbonates. This method provides well-resolved easily quan-
tified carbon dioxide evolutions for iron carbonate, manga-
nese carbonate, calcium carbonate, and dolomite as well as
well-resolved easily quantified sulfur dioxide evolutions for
the sulfur forms present in the overburden samples. Working
with the pure iron carbonate and calcium carbonate, for
example, one would expect to have to go through their
decomposition temperature range using inert gas or a low
oxygen concentration. However, on the real overburden
samples, 3% oxygen appears to give good resolution
between the siderite and calcium carbonate and provides an
adequate supply of oxygen for oxidation of the sulfur forms.

Experimental work has shown why the decomposition
temperatures of transition metal carbonates such as siderite
and rhodochrosite and alkaline earth carbonates such as
calcite and dolomite present in actual overburden samples
may be better separated or resolved than mixtures of the
authentic transition metal and alkaline earth carbonates.
Authentic transition metal carbonates, for example, siderite
and rhodochrosite may be made to undergo thermal decom-
position at a lower temperature similar to that observed in
most overburdens if a material, for example, kaolinite is
thoroughly mixed with the analysis sample prior to analysis.
Kaolinite evolves moisture throughout the temperature
range where rhodochrosite, siderite, calcite, and dolomite
thermally decompose to produce carbon dioxide. The pres-
ence of water vapor obtained insitu as the sample undergoes
thermal analysis produces an effect that causes the transition
metal carbonates (for example, rhodochrosite and siderite)
to decompose and evolve carbon dioxide at a temperature
lower than that observed when compared to a sample
analyzed containing no added material, for example, kaolin-
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ite. If kaolinite is heated to a temperature above that of the
decomposition temperature of the components of the mix-
ture being analyzed, for example, 800° C. or beyond in this
case to remove water, and then mixed with a sample
containing transition metal carbonates, the thermal decom-
position of the transition metal carbonates occurs at the same
temperatures observed when no kaolinite was added to the
mixture analyzed.

The capability to change the decomposition temperature
of some components in a sample undergoing thermal analy-
sis to produce well-resolved thermal decomposition tem-
peratures for the components to be analyzed is an important
feature of this invention that results in an improved ABA
method when an overburden sample contains little or no
clay. Decomposition temperature may be changed by several
different methods: (1) changing the fluid flowing through the
sample to a different fluid; (2) changing the composition of
a fluid mixture flowing through the sample; (3) admixture of
a substance to the sample mixture prior to thermal analysis;
and (4) admixture of a substance to the sample mixture prior
to thermal analysis that produces another substance insitu
during thermal analysis.

This invention methodology forms a basis for thermally
analyzing the components of sample mixtures that may
decompose at similar temperatures under one given set of
thermal analysis parameters but decomposes at different and
unforeseeable temperatures by use of one of the aforemen-
tioned methods (items 1—4 in the preceding paragraph).

The invention includes three scenarios for use of fluids
flowing through the sample being analyzed. First, an inert
gas temperature-programmed thermal analysis to obtain the
amount of carbonate available for neutralization and a
second temperature-programmed thermal analysis under
oxidative conditions to obtain the sulfur forms results.

Second is gas switching, as described above. The method
is initially oxidative to oxidize the lower sulfur forms,
switching to inert gas as the temperature goes through the
transition metal carbonate decomposition range, and switch-
ing back to oxidative as soon as the transition metal car-
bonates are decomposed to analyze the higher decomposi-
tion temperature alkaline earth metal carbonates and sulfur
forms.

Last, and the preferred method, is use of some low
concentration of oxygen, such as 3%, in a temperature-
programmed thermal analysis that provides for oxidation/
decomposition of the sulfur forms and still provides good
resolution between transition metal and alkaline earth
carbonates, for example, siderite and calcite decomposition
temperatures. Other concentrations of oxygen, for example
0-100%, may result in well-separated thermal decomposi-
tion temperatures of the transition metal and alkaline earth
carbonates when certain substances, for example, kaolinite
are present in or are added to the sample to be analyzed. The
invention includes the method of adding a substance to the
analysis sample to change the thermal oxidation/
decomposition temperature of some of the components
present in the sample. Admixture of certain materials, for
example, kaolinite to a sample followed by temperature-
programmed thermal analysis causes transition metal car-
bonates to react/decompose at a temperature lower than that
observed with no added materials present. Addition of
kaolinite to an analysis sample evolves water insitu during
the temperature-programmed thermal analysis and causes a
greater shift in decomposition temperature to lower tem-
peratures for transition metal carbonates, for example sid-
erite and rhodochrosite, compared to alkaline earth
carbonates, for example, calcite and dolomite.
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The temperature and concentration of supplied gas and
gas switching are under computer control when CAPTO is
used as the instrument for completing the analysis.

These and further and other objects and features of the
invention are apparent in the disclosure, which indicates the
above and ongoing written specification, with the claims and
the drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows the carbon dioxide profile and mass-
temperature plot of overburden sample VI-433 at 3% oxy-
gen.

FIG. 2 shows the sulfur dioxide profile and mass-
temperature plot of overburden sample VI-433 at 3% oxy-
gen.

FIG. 3 shows the carbon dioxide profile and mass-
temperature plot of overburden sample VI-35 at 3% oxygen.

FIG. 4 shows the sulfur dioxide profile and mass-
temperature plot of overburden sample VI-35 at 3% oxygen.

FIG. 5 shows the carbon dioxide profiles for calcite
thermally decomposed using different oxygen-inert gas con-
centrations.

FIG. 6 shows the carbon dioxide profiles for dolomite
thermally decomposed using different oxygen-inert gas con-
centrations.

FIG. 7 shows the carbon dioxide profiles for rhodoch-
rosite thermally decomposed using different oxygen-inert
gas concentrations.

FIG. 8 shows the carbon dioxide profiles for siderite
thermally decomposed using different oxygen-inert gas con-
centrations.

FIG. 9 shows a sample analysis system schematic of the
present invention.

FIG. 10 shows the side elevation of the furnace box.

FIG. 11 shows a composite of various sulfur forms
detected in coal and coal mineral matter using CAPTO.

FIG. 12 shows the oxidation temperatures of a coal pyrite
oxidized using different oxygen-inert gas concentrations.

FIG. 13 compares the oxidation temperatures of two
different pyrites oxidized under the same oxygen-inert gas
conditions.

FIG. 14 compares the decomposition temperature profiles
for siderite, siderite mixed with kaolinite, and siderite mixed
with heat treated (800° C.) kaolinite.

FIG. 15 compares the decomposition temperature of
rhodochrosite with rhodochrosite mixed with kaolinite.

FIG. 16 compares the carbon dioxide profiles of overbur-
den sample VI-35 analyzed without diluent at various oxy-
gen concentrations.

FIG. 17 shows the gas evolution profiles of kaolinite upon
temperature-programmed thermal analysis from room tem-
perature to 1050° C.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

FIGS. 1-4 show examples of several actual analyses of
samples showing sample numbers and calculations of
amounts present. The overburden samples show carbonate
decompositions at somewhat different temperatures than the
pure components. However, both decomposition tempera-
ture shifts are in the same direction and the resolution
between peaks is very good. This is likely due to matrix
effects of the other components in the overburden sample.
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Results show some temperature shifts in the carbonate
decomposition peaks from overburden to overburden.
However, in these cases both peaks are shifted in the same
direction and the resolution between peaks is still very good.
These effects are simple matrix effects due to the different
makeup of the other components in the overburdens.
Actually, it would be surprising not to see these effects. The
resolution between the siderite and the calcite in these
overburden samples is good even with an oxygen content as
high as 3%. The resolution between peaks is better than the
pure components that were examined at 3% oxygen. FIGS.
2 and 4 show sulfur dioxide evolution produced from pyrite
oxidation occurring in these samples in a rather sharp peak
just over 400° C. as expected. The peak is well defined
indicating that adequate oxygen is present in the gas stream
for oxidation of the pyrite in these overburden samples. The
small sulfur dioxide evolution in FIG. 4 near 440° C. is due
to the presence of a second type of pyrite present in some
overburden samples. Note that these overburden samples are
free of various sulfates that decompose at specific tempera-
tures different from and above the pyrite oxidation tempera-
ture.

FIGS. 5-8 show the trend in thermal decomposition
behavior of calcite, dolomite, rhodochrosite, and siderite
under three selected oxygen-inert gas concentrations. The
same three selected oxygen-inert gas concentrations were
used with each different carbonate examined (i.e., FIGS. 5
through 8). Note that the thermal decomposition temperature
of the alkaline earth metal carbonates calcite and dolomite
are similar and show little or no change in thermal decom-
position temperature as the oxygen concentration is
decreased. Contrast that behavior to the transition metal
carbonates rhodochrosite and siderite. Under high oxygen
concentration these transition metal carbonates begin to
decompose before 300° C. and continue to decompose until
nearly 700° C. As the oxygen concentration is decreased the
main decomposition temperature shifts to a lower tempera-
ture and the decomposition temperature range narrows.
Under low oxygen concentration the decomposition tem-
perature of rhodochrosite and siderite is lower than and well
separated from that of calcite or dolomite. This difference in
decomposition trends between the alkaline earth metal car-
bonates and the transition metal carbonates forms the basis
of a method for analysis of mixtures of these two classes of
carbonates present in mine overburdens. The overburdens
may be effectively analyzed for transition metal carbonates,
alkaline earth carbonates (no overlap of decomposition
temperatures), and sulfur forms using low concentrations of
oxygen, for example, 3% oxygen in nitrogen, argon or other
inert gas. Concentrations of oxygen in inert gas may range
from 0% up to 5%. Even as high as 10% oxygen provides
some separation of the authentic transition metal carbonates
from the authentic alkaline earth metal carbonates (partial
overlap of decomposition temperatures at 10% oxygen) and
even better separation of these components in an actual
overburden sample is realized under these conditions. The
optimum selection of oxygen concentration for this one-step
method is that which provides the least overlap between the
decomposition temperature of the transition metal carbon-
ates and the alkaline earth metal carbonates and provides
adequate oxygen to oxidize sulfur forms present for a wide
range of mine overburden samples. A variety of different
mine overburdens have been studied to ascertain the opti-
mum oxygen concentration for the analysis. If a substance
that releases water over the thermal analysis temperature of
interest, such as kaolinite, is present in or added to the
sample to be analyzed or if low levels of water vapor are

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

8

added to the supplied gas stream, any concentration of
oxygen that is sufficient to oxidize the sulfur forms present
may be used as well as concentrations up to 100% oxygen
and the decomposition profiles of the transition metal
carbonates, such as siderite and rhodochrosite, are well
resolved from the alkaline earth carbonates, such as calcite
and dolomite. A method for the selective analysis of these
two classes of carbonates in mine overburden is important
since the alkaline earth metal carbonates have an overall
acid neutralizing effect and the transition metal carbonates
do not contribute an overall acid neutralizing effect. Using
the present invention, it is now possible to analyze for and
subtract the transition metal carbonate content (which does
not contribute an overall acid neutralizing effect) of mine
overburden from the alkaline earth metal carbonates that do
have acid neutralizing potential. The present invention
allows for a better prediction of the quality of mine drainage
since it does not overestimate the neutralization potential in
cases where transition metal carbonates are present in the
mine overburden. This overestimation occurs in conven-
tional ABA methods where the total carbonate content is
used to calculate the neutralization potential.

FIG. 9 shows a preferred form of a sample furnace for
completing the thermal decomposition overburden tests.
Plural tube connectors 1 are shown for catalyst tubes in the
furnace catalyst hot zone. An insulated wall 2 divides the hot
zones. The outline of the heated hot zones is shown in 3 and
4. Plural quartz catalyst tubes (five in this example) are
present 5 along with plural quartz sample tubes 6. These are
shown positioned against the plural tube connectors. These
tubes are held in place by spring loaded plural end connec-
tors (not shown). The oxidation/decomposition gases exit
the hot zone through the end connector housing, 7, and move
through plural heated lines 21 to a gas analysis system such
as an FTIR, mass spectrometer or other gas analysis instru-
mentation. Gas flow 8 through the catalyst tube is shown as
well as catalyst 9 positioned in the tube. The two furnace hot
zone cases are shown as 10 and 11. Plural sample tube
connectors are shown in 12. Gas flow through the sample
tube 13, is shown along with a sample positioned at 14. A
thermocouple embedded in the sample is shown in 15.
Connecting tube 16 provides for the gas flow to be trans-
ferred from plural mass flow meters 18 to inlet housing 17
attached to spring loaded plural end connectors (not shown).
Connecting tube 19 provides for transfer of an oxygen-inert
gas mixture from a cylinder 20 to plural mass flow meters
18. Alternatively, the appropriate oxygen-inert gas mixture
can be obtained by blending gas streams from a cylinder of
oxygen and a cylinder of inert gas and using two flow meters
for each sample tube. However, this is a less cost effective
option.

FIG. 10 shows an end view of a preferred form of a
furnace housing. The top half 4 and bottom half 5 open
through latch 7 and hinges 8 using handle 6. Identical
thermocouple and heater connection housings are shown for
the bottom portion of the furnace 1 and the top portion of the
furnace 2. The furnace can be repositioned to replace
internal thermocouples or heaters located in the lower fur-
nace housing by removing plural fasteners 9. The furnace is
held in position by plural mounting brackets 10. Plural
openings in the insulated wall on both sides of each hot zone
of the furnace 3 provide for the quartz sample and catalyst
tubes to extend through the hot zones for attachment to
plural tube connectors. Each hot zone contains one heated
void 11 through which all of the sample or catalyst tubes
extend. The temperature of each of the two hot zone voids
11, in the example shown, contain five sample tubes and
each hot zone is controlled by a separate controller.
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FIG. 11 shows a composite of a number of sulfur forms
detected and quantitatively determined in coal and coal
mineral matter using CAPTO. Many of these same sulfur
forms are present in some mine overburdens and will require
quantitative analysis using conditions suitable for analysis of
carbonates. The conditions used for analysis of the overbur-
dens shown in FIGS. 1-4 are suitable for analysis of these
sulfur forms.

FIG. 12 shows both a significant change in profile shape
and a shift in pyrite oxidation temperature to lower tem-
peratures as the oxygen concentration is decreased. This
type of information may often be used to better separate the
oxidation temperatures of pyrite and organic sulfur or other
sulfur compounds.

FIG. 13 compares two different types of pyrite under the
same oxidation conditions (3% oxygen). Coal pyrite oxi-
dizes at a significantly lower temperature than the more
stable hydrothermal pyrite. Thus, the temperature-
programmed thermal analysis of overburdens may provide
information on both the amount of pyrite present as well the
stability of the pyrite present. Less stable pyrites produce an
acidic leach over a shorter period of time than a more stable
pyrite. This type of information is not available from the
acid/base accounting method currently in use.

FIG. 14 provides insight required to control the decom-
position temperature of siderite in overburden samples that
may contain little or no clay. The temperature-programmed
thermal analysis profiles of samples of siderite and siderite
mixed with heat treated kaolinite (water removed) have
similar decomposition temperatures and similar profile
shapes. However, the profile produced from siderite that had
been mixed with kaolinite (water retained) is strikingly
different in both shape, and primary temperature evolution
maximum. Note also that the carbon dioxide evolution
returns to baseline at a lower temperature than in the other
two cases producing a better separation between the decom-
position temperatures of siderite and, for example, calcite or
dolomite which decompose at a higher temperature than
siderite.

FIG. 15 compares the temperature-programmed thermal
analysis carbon dioxide profile of rhodochrosite with that of
rhodochrosite that had been mixed with kaolinite prior to
analysis. Note that the profile produced from the sample of
rhodochrosite mixed with kaolinite is strikingly different
from that obtained without added kaolinite. The carbon
dioxide also returns to baseline at a lower temperature in the
profile obtained from the rhodochrosite/kaolinite mixture
producing a better separation between rhodochrosite and, for
example, calcite or dolomite, which decompose at a higher
temperature than rhodochrosite.

The methodology demonstrated in FIGS. 14 and 15
enables one to obtain better separation between the decom-
position temperatures of transition metal carbonates such as
siderite and rhodochrosite and alkaline earth carbonates such
as calcite and dolomite in overburden and other earth
samples that contain little or no clay.

FIG. 16 compares the temperature-programmed thermal
analysis carbon dioxide profiles of overburden sample VI-35
(which contains kaolinite) obtained when different concen-
trations of oxygen are used to complete the analysis. This
figure illustrates that some overburden samples containing
kaolinite (or other materials that release water, but not
interfering gases such as sulfur dioxide or carbon dioxide,
over a broad temperature range) can be successfully ana-
lyzed using oxygen concentrations ranging from the typi-
cally used 3% level up to 100%. Although the higher oxygen
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concentrations do show a somewhat different shape for the
lower temperature evolution (transition metal carbonates)
compared to the alkaline earth carbonates, the resolution
between the two peaks is sufficient to offer a good quanti-
tative evaluation of each of the two types of carbonates.
However, for a general method where some or many
samples may not contain kaolinite or other suitable moisture
releasing matter, either a low concentration of oxygen is
required for analysis, or addition of kaolinite or other
suitable substance to the sample prior to analysis is required.
A low concentration of water vapor added to the oxidant
being flowed through the sample during the analysis is also
a suitable alternative. If matter such as kaolinite is not
present, a low concentration of oxygen such as 3% would be
required for quantitative analysis of mixtures of transition
metal carbonates and alkaline earth carbonates as FIGS. 5-8
illustrate.

Overburden sample VI-35 contains no organic carbon-
aceous matter requiring dilution to avoid exotherms during
the analysis. Thus, for the comparisons shown in FIG. 16,
the overburden sample was used undiluted to illustrate the
observations that when little or no organic carbonaceous
matter is present a diluent may be omitted. However, for a
general method where some overburden samples contain
organic carbonaceous matter, a diluent should be used to
reduce or eliminate exotherms that will cause higher tem-
perature evolutions to evolve prematurely along with the
evolutions appearing earlier in the thermal analysis.

FIG. 17 shows the gas evolution profiles for a 0.500 g
sample of kaolinite as the sample is temperature-
programmed from room temperature to 1050° C. Note that
no interfering carbon dioxide or sulfur dioxide evolutions
are present. The water evolution profile shows that water
begins to evolve at about 330° C., reaches a maximum at
about 472° C., and continues to evolve until about 770° C.
Note that this temperature evolution range includes the
temperature range where both the transition metal and
alkaline earth metal carbonates thermally react or decom-
pose to evolve carbon dioxide.

Many metal sulfates, sulfides, and carbonates may be
quantitatively distinguished by simultaneously using certain
controlled atmosphere and thermal conditions attainable
with CAPTO. Some of these constituents are present in mine
overburden material and must be individually analyzed to
obtain a realistic prediction of post mining acid mine drain-
age problems. Currently, acid base accounting (ABA) analy-
ses are based on the total sulfur and total carbonate content.
The present ABA overburden analysis methods can provide
erroneous results since, some sulfur forms do not produce
acidity upon leaching and some carbonates do not contribute
to overall alkalinity. Development of ABA methodology that
will also deal with these issues is likely to result in a high
volume of service work.

The invention provides a thermal method to analyze,
within one working day, mine overburden material for
leachable acid/base content.

Existing needs and opportunities are addressed by the new
technology. The majority of all new mines developed in the
United States are required to have a permit to ensure that
acid mine drainage will not become an environmental prob-
lem associated with the new mine.

The current methods for overburden acid base accounting
(ABA) involve (1) analysis for total alkalinity by titration of
total carbonate content and total acidity typically based on
total sulfur content, or (2) actual leaching over many weeks
(ten plus) to obtain the acid leach potential. The second
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analysis in some states is seldom recommended due to the
cost, and the fact that no standard leach method or extensive
data base is available.

An improved method is required. The current ABA
method can provide erroneous results since, some sulfur
forms do not produce acidity upon leaching and some
carbonates do not contribute to overall alkalinity. Despite
considerable work to improve overburden testing
procedures, no standard or routine method has emerged that
provides reliable predictions of acid mine drainage from all
overburdens in a cost effective manner. The current methods
can predict post-mine drainage quality when the acid poten-
tial or neutralization potential clearly predominates.
However, there remains a “grey” area where current tech-
niques often fail to accurately predict post-mining water
quality. Therefore, no mines are permitted if the ABA is
within the “grey” area. The inaccuracy in the wet chemical
ABA predictive technique prevents the opening of mines
that may not generate an acid discharge. This loss of mining
opportunity translates to loss of jobs and the other economic
advantages that accompany mining.

Scientists at the Federal Energy Technology Center
(FETC) are interested in a thermal analytical method as a
route to improve overburden analyses. Using thermal analy-
sis equipment they completed research toward such a
method. A one-step thermal ABA method was not realized
due to the lack of selectivity in decomposition temperatures
among metal carbonates under conditions suitable for analy-
sis of metal sulfides. The capability to distinguish among
metal carbonates present in overburden samples is important
since all carbonates do not contribute to overall alkalinity.

The present invention has developed a thermal route that
selectively decomposes mixtures of the two primary car-
bonate groups (alkaline earth metal and transition metal
carbonates) present in many bituminous coal overburden
samples. One of these carbonate groups contributes to
overall alkalinity of overburden leach, while the other does
not. Work with several mine overburden samples confirms
the selective decomposition results. The invention provides
a viable method for prediction of the neutralization potential
and the maximum potential acidity of overburdens.

Previous work resulted in development of a Controlled-
Atmosphere Programmed-Temperature Oxidation (CAPTO)
instrument/method for use as a tool to facilitate (a) analyses
of treated coals, (b) new coal upgrading technologies under
study, and (c) solutions to challenging analytical problems
that arise in the coal and a variety of other industries. For
example, the previous work resulted in patented methodol-
ogy for determination of the sulfur forms in coal and coal
mineral matter. These are the same sulfur forms that must be
determined in order to accurately predict the acid leach
potential of the overburden.

The new technology fits well with technology previously
developed for determination of sulfur forms. That technol-
ogy combined with current successes for thermal analysis of
carbonates leads to an improved one-step ABA method for
overburden analyses and a better prediction of post acid
mine drainage.

Patented thermal methods are already in place to accu-
rately account for the sulfur forms in coal and the mineral
matter found with coal. These sulfur forms include elemen-
tal sulfur; organic sulfur; pyrite; iron sulfate; jarosites; and
sodium, potassium, aluminum, magnesium and calcium
sulfates. Oxidation/decomposition of a number of these
sulfur forms is shown in FIG. 11. Several of these sulfur
forms may be present in overburden samples and must be
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determined for a precise accounting of the overburden
acidity. Conversely, forms such as some organic sulfur,
magnesium sulfate, and calcium sulfate do not contribute to
overburden acidity and should not be counted as contribut-
ing toward acid mine drainage.

The thermal oxidation temperature maximum of pyrite
correlates with the ease of weathering of the pyrite. The
lower the thermal oxidation temperature the more readily
pyrite in the overburden will weather (oxidize) and produce
acid. Information of this type is not available from the
current wet chemical ABA methodology.

The thermal/controlled atmosphere methodology for sul-
fur forms determination is fully developed. However, for a
one-step ABA characterization, conditions must be found
suitable for characterization of both the sulfur forms and the
metal carbonates. The 3% oxygen in inert gas and 3-10° C.
temperature ramp used in the thermal analysis of overburden
samples examined are suitable for analyzing the sulfur forms
and transition metal/alkaline earth metal carbonates in a
one-step method. Further studies related to oxygen concen-
tration and temperature ramp have now been completed. If
water vapor is present during the analysis, higher oxygen
concentrations can be utilized. Temperature ramp may be in
the 3-10° C. range or higher if desired.

A strong continuing interest in improving overburden
analysis methods led to new initiatives toward a one-step
thermal analytical method for overburden analysis. Prelimi-
nary experiments using a variety of thermal/controlled atmo-
sphere conditions with several metal carbonates and various
sulfides/sulfates were completed. Synthetic samples of metal
carbonates were selectively decomposed using conditions
also suitable for oxidation of sulfur forms. The present
invention provides an inexpensive method for predicting the
likelihood of acid discharge from proposed mines. Using
one determination per sample, the invention provides a
method to identify and quantify the sulfur and carbonate
containing minerals in mine overburdens to predict the
likelihood of post acid mine drainage.

Understanding the characteristics of thermal oxidation/
decomposition of the actual sulfides/sulfates-carbonates
present in overburden leads to a good prediction of the
acidic/alkaline weathering potential of strata. This invention
permits a more accurate prediction of acidic mine drainage
in the overburden compared to predictions based on total
sulfur/carbonate and enables mine operators to plan their
mining and reclamation operations accordingly. The test
results for acid discharge potential that now accompany new
mine permit applications may overestimate or underestimate
the acidic discharge potential of the overburden.

All carbonate and sulfur forms cannot be expected to
leach. The total carbonate neutralizing capacity of an over-
burden sample that contains both iron carbonate (siderite)
and calcium carbonate (calcite) will not be realized in an
actual leaching experiment since only the calcium carbonate
readily leaches. The hydrolysis of iron in dissolved siderite
generates acid that neutralizes the carbonate alkalinity. Sid-
erite either does not dissolve, or if it does, it does not
contribute to acidity or alkalinity. Likewise, if an overburden
that contains pyrite, iron sulfate, and calcium sulfate is
analyzed for sulfur content and related to acidity, the poten-
tial acidity will be overestimated since calcium sulfate does
not contribute to acidity.

If the total inorganic sulfur content and, therefore, the
potential acidity is higher than the neutralization potential of
an overburden, a mining permit will not be issued. However,
if much of the sulfur is present as calcium sulfate only a
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fraction of the potential acidity will be realized and the mine
could possibly have been permitted. Similarly, if the poten-
tial basicity is greater than the potential acidity a mining
permit may be issued. However, if much of the carbonate
present occurs as iron carbonate, a mine acid drainage
problem may still arise since the carbonate neutralization
potential from iron carbonate will not be realized.

The new thermal analytical route provides improved
overburden analysis. The thermal analytical method to
improve overburden analyses is based on the following key
points:

(2) Identifying any changes in thermal decomposition
behavior of metal carbonates and oxidation/
decomposition of sulfur forms with variation in the gas
or gas composition passing through the sample as the
sample is heated at a constant or variable rate from
some lower temperature to beyond it’s decomposition
point.

(b) Identifying any changes in thermal decomposition
behavior of metal carbonates and decomposition or
oxidation behavior of sulfur forms present in the analy-
sis samples with the addition of a substance (to the
sample that does not contain interfering sulfur forms or
carbonates but itself) or through a different substance
that it produces/releases insitu as the sample is heated
at a constant or variable rate from some lower tem-
perature to beyond the decomposition/oxidation points
of the components to be analyzed.

(¢) Identifying gas compositions and the proper tempera-
tures for changing gas compositions (if required) con-
sistent with obtaining well resolved sulfur dioxide
evolutions produced from metal sulfides, sulfates, and
hydroxy sulfates found in the overburden samples is
required. A knowledge of the thermal decomposition/
oxidation behavior of metal sulfides, the thermal
decomposition of metal sulfates, and any hydroxy
sulfates present in overburden samples is required. This
same information with respect to variation in the gas or
gas composition passing through the sample as it is
heated through the same temperature regime is
required.

For example, iron hydroxy sulfates (jarosites) decompose
to produce sulfur dioxide above 500° C. under oxidation
conditions but show no sulfur dioxide evolution up to 1050°
C. under inert gas conditions. If the sample previously
exposed to inert gas conditions up to 1050° C. is treated
again under oxidizing conditions, the characteristic decom-
position and sulfur dioxide evolution above 500° C. is not
observed. Thus, oxidizing conditions are required to obtain
a reliable estimate of some sulfur forms through a thermal
oxidation/decomposition procedure. Similar but not identi-
cal considerations are encountered with pyrite under pyroly-
sis and oxidation conditions. The thermal method may
require changes in gas or gas composition throughout the
temperature regime if both sulfur forms and carbonate are to
be reliably determined from one determination.

(d) Identifying gas compositions and/or the proper tem-
peratures for changing gas compositions in order to
obtain well resolved carbon dioxide evolutions pro-
duced from transition metal and alkaline earth metal
carbonates present in the overburden samples is
required for a successful method. For example, the
carbon dioxide evolutions produced from siderite and
calcite decomposition in air occur as severely overlap-
ping peaks. This overlap of the carbon dioxide evolu-
tions from the metal carbonates makes quantitative
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determinations difficult and non-reproducible and has
deterred development of a one-step thermal analytical
method for analysis of these carbonates. However, a
thermal study of siderite and calcite under differing gas
concentrations shows variation in decomposition tem-
peratures and permits a quantitative thermal analytical
method to be utilized at least for the analysis of
synthetic mixtures and the overburden samples exam-
ined to date.

Siderite, rhodochrosite, calcite, and dolomite are the pri-
mary carbonates present in bituminous coal mine overbur-
den. Under certain thermal/controlled atmosphere condi-
tions siderite and rhodochrosite decompose to produce a
carbon dioxide evolution in a peak resolved from that
produced by calcite or dolomite. This provides an effective
route to eliminate siderite and rodochrosite from the neu-
tralization potential of the overburden.

Gas switching and gas concentration variation may be
used to selectively, thermally decompose carbonate mix-
tures. Previous examination of the thermal oxidation/
decomposition of sulfides/sulfates using a variety of oxygen/
inert gas concentrations revealed a trend of pyrite to oxidize
at lower temperature as the oxygen concentration decreased.
Use of this information coupled with the current determi-
nations of the thermal behavior of siderite, rhodochrosite,
calcite, dolomite and the sulfates using a variety of con-
trolled atmosphere conditions permits a thermal, one-step,
direct determination of the acidity/basicity likely to result in
the leachate from an overburden sample.

The four key points (a, b, ¢ and d noted above) are useful
for synthetic mixtures of sulfur forms and carbonates found
in coal mine overburdens. Specifically, a known quantity of
sample mixture is mixed with a diluent inert to these
components and placed in a quartz combustion tube. This
tube is placed in a furnace designed to provide a constant
temperature throughout the sample region. Plug flow of a
gas or precise gas mixture and temperature ramp are under
computer control. The oxidation/decomposition gases pass
through a second furnace held at 1050° C. (to maintain
constant gas equilibria of the evolved gases and constant
temperature of the gases entering the analysis cell) and
through heated lines to a sample cell positioned in the
sample compartment of a Fourier Transform infrared Spec-
trometer (FTIR). Both the temperature of the gas evolution
and the quantity of each gas evolved are measured, and the
data is saved to a computer file. From this data the evolution
temperature and the type and amount of gas from each
component is calculated.

The invention provides complete thermal/controlled
atmosphere studies of synthetic mixtures of the metal
sulfides/sulfates and metal carbonates found in coal mine
overburden as well as for actual mine overburdens that may
or may not contain a clay such as kaolinite.

These composites are characterized using a variety of
controlled atmosphere and temperature ramp conditions to
establish optimum conditions for the ABA methodology.

Using the optimum conditions established, the composites
are characterized using variation in sample size to establish
the minimum detection limits for each component.

The invention formalizes and automates data reporting
procedures for the experimental conditions established.

Overburden samples vary in composition and collection
site. These samples include cases where acid mine drainage
is expected, unlikely, and in the unknown or “grey” area.

Thermal results are compared with ABA results com-
pleted using one of the conventional wet chemical ABA
procedures. Further work may involve thermal testing of the
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residue of partially leached overburden samples. This work
identifies the acid and base producing components most
susceptible to leaching from overburdens and enables a
better prediction of leach acidity/alkalinity with amount of
leachate or time. The construction of low cost multiple-
sample prototype thermal instrumentation is specifically
designed to minimize the cost of overburden analysis.

The invention provides a totally new approach to ABA for
bituminous coal mine overburdens. Although similar ABA
issues are encountered in the hard rock mining industry, the
initial thrust is directed toward bituminous coal mine over-
burdens related to the development of surface mines.

The current fee structure from one testing service for the
conventional tests (sample preparation, fizz rating, neutral-
ization potential, total sulfur and sulfur forms) is $41.20 per
sample or $361,530 per year just for Pennsylvania surface
mining. Most coal analysis or environmental testing labo-
ratories offer these tests. This appears to be a cost effective
method; however, the test results obtained may not provide
a good prediction of mine acid discharge. This is particularly
true if considerable iron carbonate (siderite) or calcium
sulfate (gypsum) is present. This knowledge coupled with
the fact that no “standard” ABA method has emerged,
despite considerable effort, indicates that development of an
improved ABA method accepted by state and federal agen-
cies will significantly impact this market.

Most coal analysis and environmental laboratories
throughout Pennsylvania, the neighboring Appalachian
states and the nation offer conventional ABA testing.
However, if a new, thermal method for overburden analysis
were recommended by the state Departments of Environ-
ment and the Office of Surface Mining to the coal industry,
the new method will be used.

EXAMPLE

Sample Size

Approximately 0.500 g of a dry representative overburden
sample of —60 Mesh or smaller is used in an analysis;
however, the sample size could vary from 0.050 gupto 1 g
or more, depending upon the concentration of the compo-
nents that are to be analyzed in the overburden sample.
Sample Diluent

Depending on the concentration of the components in the
overburden to be analyzed the diluent could range from O to
12 g. A diluent is typically used to minimize sample matrix
effects, promote oxidation, and to dilute any carbonaceous
material that may be present in the sample in order to avoid
exotherms. Since the majority of overburden samples have
little carbonaceous material present, the danger of an exo-
therm occurring in these samples is minimized. Typical
diluents are, for example, but not limited to, tungsten
trioxide, zirconium oxide, sand, silicates, and other silica
products, as well as other materials inert to the components
being analyzed and the gases evolved.
Use of Kaolinite

Kaolinite (typically, about 0.500 g) can be added to the
sample. This permits any concentration of oxygen desired to
be used in the analysis and still retain good resolution
between the decomposition temperatures of the transition
metal and alkaline earth metal carbonates.
Sample Analysis Tube

The diluted sample is positioned in a quartz sample tube
between quartz wool retainers. A solid quartz rod is posi-
tioned in the tube using quartz wool retainers. This rod
occupies space to reduce system “dead volume”. The sample
tube is positioned (spring loaded) in a specially designed
furnace and heated at one or more linear rates throughout the
experiment (typically 3-10° C./minute). The maximum
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sample temperature may vary from 1050-1200° C. depend-
ing on the overburden sample matrix. The sulfates, particu-
larly those not contributing to overburden acidity such as
magnesium sulfate and calcium sulfate may be shifted to a
higher evolution temperature (i.e., the peak maximum for
calcium sulfate may increase from 950° C. to 1050° C.
requiring a higher ramp temperature and the use of ceramic
sample tubes if the temperature is increased above 1150° C.)
The evolved gases move through the sample tube into a
combustion tube containing tungsten trioxide catalyst held at
1050° C. to insure a constant temperature and gas equilib-
rium of the exiting gases. The gases, for analysis, pass
through heated lines to a specially designed gas cell posi-
tioned in the sample compartment of a Fourier Transform
Infrared Spectrophotometer.

Gas Type/Concentration in Use for Overburden Analysis

The gas concentration now in use for analysis of over-
burden samples is 3% oxygen in 97% inert gas (Argon).
Nitrogen can be used as the “inert” gas. This gas concen-
tration provides adequate separation of the decomposition
temperatures for the transition metal carbonates
(rhodochrosite-manganese carbonate and siderite-iron
carbonate) from the alkaline earth metal carbonates (calcite-
calcium carbonate and dolomite-calcium magnesium
carbonate) that are present in the overburden samples. The
oxygen concentration used could change somewhat as a
wider range of overburden samples are explored. Intermit-
tent steps of an oxygen concentration range of from O to
100% have been explored for overburden samples. While a
typical value of 3% oxygen is now used, values as high as
100% oxygen may be used in special cases where samples
contain large amounts of organic matter or clays such as
kaolinite. The higher concentration of oxygen will decrease
the oxidation temperature of the organic material and if a
substance such as kaolinite is present will still provide good
separation between the decomposition (reaction) tempera-
tures of the transition metal and alkaline earth metal car-
bonates. This higher oxygen concentration can prove useful
in these special cases to clearly distinguish between oxida-
tion of organic carbon and decomposition of transition metal
carbonates.

Thermocouple

Atype K thermocouple is embedded in the sample diluent
mixture for observation of the sample temperature through-
out the determination. A platinum rhodium alloy thermo-
couple is used if the temperature ramp is to continue above
1150° C.

A Typical Analysis Procedure

A 0.500 g representative sample of an overburden of
particle size —60 mesh or smaller is diluted with 6 g of sand
(acid washed and heat treated to 1100° C.) and positioned in
a quartz combustion tube between quartz wool plugs. A
quartz rod spacer is positioned on one end and held in place
by a quartz wool plug. The tube is inserted between spring
loaded gas inlet outlet seals as a type K thermocouple is
positioned in the sample. A quartz tube containing 12 g of
tungsten trioxide is positioned in a secondary furnace and
heated at 1050° C. throughout the sample tube temperature
ramp.

Plug flow of 100 ml/minute of a 3% oxygen/97% argon
gas mixture is passed through the sample as the temperature
is increased at a rate of 3—10° C./minute. A typically rate of
up to 7° C./minute is used if the overburden sample does not
contain a black carbon color indicating significant carbon
content. If considerable organic carbon is present, a rate of
3-5° C./minute is used to avoid exotherms produced from
the heat released as the organic carbon is oxidized. Evolved
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gases from the sample pass through the catalyst tube and
through heated lines to a gas analysis cell positioned in the
cell compartment of a Fourier Transform Infrared spectrom-
eter. The temperature of the sample is increased to at least
1050° C. (1150° C. in sample series where matrix effects
shifts sulfates to higher temperatures and calcium sulfate
evolves above 950° C.). If a ceramic sample tube is used the
temperature ramp may be continued up to 1200° C. or
higher.

Temperature data and evolved gas analysis data are stored
in computer files throughout the temperature ramp and
analyzed at the completion of the run. On-the-fly profiles are
observed on the computer monitor as the run progresses. The
amount and temperature profile of each gas evolved is
reported.

While the invention has been described with reference to
specific embodiments, modifications and variations of the
invention may be constructed without departing from the
scope of the invention, which is defined in the following
claims.

I claim:

1. A mine overburdens analysis method comprising pro-
viding a sample, treating the sample with different concen-
trations of oxygen in inert gas, varying heat temperatures
corresponding to the concentrations of the oxygen in the
inert gas, thereby differing decomposition rates of sub-
stances in the mine overburdens, detecting the different
decomposition rates of the substances, and analyzing the
substances present in the mine overburdens.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the detecting com-
prises detecting substances comprising alkaline earth metal
carbonates.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the detecting com-
prises detecting substances comprising transition metal car-
bonates.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the treating comprises
supplying concentrations of the oxygen sufficient for opti-
mal thermal decomposition of components of the sub-
stances.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the differing decom-
position rates comprises supplying concentrations of oxygen
sufficient for allowing thermal decomposition of alkaline
earth metal carbonates.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the substances com-
prise alkaline earth metal carbonates and transition metal
carbonates.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the differing decom-
position rates comprises supplying concentrations of oxygen
sufficient for allowing thermal decomposition of transition
metal carbonates.

8. The method of claim 6, wherein the alkaline earth metal
carbonates comprise calcite, dolomite and the transition
metal carbonates comprise rhodochrosite and siderite.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the differing decom-
position rates comprises supplying concentrations of oxygen
sufficient for separating components of the substances.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the differing decom-
position rates further comprises differing decomposition of
the mine overburdens for forming differently decomposed
substances comprising transition metal carbonates, alkaline
earth carbonates, and sulfur compounds using controlled
concentrations of oxygen, and analyzing the differently
decomposed substances.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein the oxygen-inert gas
comprises about 3% oxygen in inert gas.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein the inert gas is
selected from a group consisting of nitrogen, argon, and
other inert gases.
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13. The method of claim 1, wherein concentration of
oxygen in the oxygen-inert gas is in a range from about 0%
to 10%.

14. The method of claim 13, wherein concentration of
oxygen in the oxygen-inert gas is in a range from about 0%
to 5%.

15. The method of claim 10, wherein the analyzing
comprises selective analysis of the carbonates wherein the
alkaline earth metal carbonates content have an overall acid
neutralizing effect, measuring the neutralizing effect, and
computing the transition metal carbonate content of the mine
overburdens from the alkaline earth metal carbonates
content, thereby preventing overestimation of neutralization
of mine drainage.

16. The method of claim 1, wherein the analyzing com-
prises detecting sulfur forms and the analyzing comprises
quantitatively determining sulfur forms in the mine over-
burdens.

17. The method of claim 1, wherein the analyzing com-
prises detecting and analyzing pyrites at temperatures cor-
responding decreasing oxygen concentrations.

18. The method of claim 17, wherein the analyzing pyrites
comprises analyzing coal pyrites oxidized at first tempera-
tures and analyzing hydrothermal pyrites oxidized at second
temperatures wherein the first temperatures for analyzing the
coal pyrites is lower than the second temperatures for
analyzing the hydrothermal pyrites.

19. The method of claim 18, wherein the analyzing
comprises determining a quantity and a stability rating of the
pyrites.

20. The method of claim 3, wherein the detecting com-
prises detecting transition metal carbonates in the overbur-
dens comprising clay.

21. The method of claim 1, wherein the detecting and the
analyzing comprises identifying any changes in thermal
decomposition rates of metal carbonates corresponding to a
variation in the treating with different concentrations of the
gas and the heating at a constant or variable rate from a
lower temperature to beyond decomposition points of sub-
stances in the overburdens.

22. The method of claim 1, wherein the detecting and
analyzing comprises identifying any changes in thermal
decomposition of metal carbonates and decomposition or
oxidation of sulfur present in the samples in presence of a
substance added to the overburdens or a substance produced
insitu on heating the sample at a constant or variable rate
from a lower temperature to beyond decomposition points of
overburden components to be analyzed.

23. The method of claim 1, wherein the treating with
different concentrations comprises identifying appropriate
gas compositions and corresponding temperatures for
changing gas compositions consistent with obtaining well
resolved sulfur dioxide evolutions produced from metal
sulfides, sulfates, and hydroxy sulfates in the overburden
samples.

24. The method of claim 1, further comprising decompo-
sition and oxidation of the substances, comparing the
detected decomposition and oxidation rates of the sub-
stances in the sample with predetermined decomposition
rates and concentrations thereby predicting concentrations
of the substances.

25. The method of claim 1, further comprising identifying
gas compositions and/or proper temperatures for changing
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gas compositions to obtain well resolved carbon dioxide
evolutions produced from metal carbonates present in the
overburden samples under the different gas concentrations
thereby indicating variation in decomposition rates, and
analyzing by a quantitative thermal analytical method
thereby predicting in a thermal, one-step, direct determina-
tion the acidity/basicity in leachates from the overburdens.

20

26. The method of claim 1, further comprising mixing
water vapor with the treating gas to form a mixture and
treating the sample with the mixture.



